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Louise Douglas, Alan Roberts, Ruth Thompson, Oral History: A Handbook., Allen & Unwin, 
Sydney 1988. xiii + 217 pp., $24.95 cloth, $16.95 paper. 
We have now entered the boom days of Australian oral history. To date, the small Oral History 
Handbook (1985) compiled by South Australia's Oral History Association has been a valuable 
stopgap, but Oral History: A Handbook is an overdue and welcome Australian introduction 
to the methods of oral history. Aimed largely at the novice interviewer or at anyone 
contemplating organising an oral history project, the handbook is also directed at teachers 
considering the use of oral history techniques in the classroom. 
The book's dual aims are ambitious: to provide an analysis of "theoretical and practical 
aspects of oral history in the context of Australian historiography" (p.xii), including the debate 
surrounding the uses of oral history; and to give practical guidance in interviewing. The 
authors' attempts to alert recorders of oral history to the complexities of the use of oral history 
techniques are an essential introduction. A chapter is also devoted to the question, 'can you 
believe what you hear?' in which some of the contemporary debates concerning oral history 
are addressed. It is difficult, however, to do justice to issues such as, implications for oral 
history of how memory works, or, are oral sources as reliable as documentary sources, in 
the one or two pages allocated to each of these issues. In fact, the book is primarily a handbook; 
while it succeeds in providing practical advice to first-time interviewers, it cannot do justice 
to its other aim. 
In the second part of the book, the authors cover in an accessible fashion the basics of 
conducting an interview, through preliminary research, pre-interviewing, equipment, the 
interview itself, preserving tapes and making them accessible. The section on oral history in 
the classroom, although aimed at school students, would be a valuable guide for those 
contemplating the setting up of a local oral history project. The book also includes lists of 
possible questions, focused on areas often chosen for Australian oral history projects: 
Aboriginal people, immigrants, women, the 1930s depression. These would prove a useful 
starting point for project organisers, particularly if the intention were to impose some 
uniformity of response on interviewees, although a set list of questions taken from a handbook 
cannot be entirely substituted for personal research from which the researcher's own questions 
would emerge. Emphasis on the types of sources an interviewer might use in framing questions, 
such as maps, post office directories and local histories, would have been of greater benefit 
perhaps than the attempt made to provide reference material, for example, the list of postwar 
ministers for immigration. Given the constraints of space, such an inclusion appears an odd 
one. The questions provided also need to be located by the interviewers in a familiar context. 
There is no point, for example, asking Greek immigrants about the role of the army or the 
Church in Greek history unless the interviewers themselves have some knowledge of the topic. 
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My chief reservation about the book pertains to its inadequate discussion of ethics. The 
authors note that "[o]ral history is a research method which relies on interviewers behaving 
ethically in relation to the persons or social group they are researching" (p.30). Yet elsewhere 
the interviewer is advised that, in the case of reluctance to divulge information, the interviewer 
"woo, cajole or gently bully", resorting ultimately to "[g]uarantees of complete confidentiality" 
(p. 71). The interviewer becomes very much the expert, the interviewee the field to be plundered 
for historical booty. The interviewee is not simply a source to be consulted, but a person who, 
in conference with the interviewer, creates oral evidence. The corollary of this is a 
responsibility to the interviewee which transcends legal considerations. Similarly, questions 
such as, what does it mean to an older person to be denoted "of interest - but only until 
the interview is completed", must be considered by the interviewer. While the interview of 
necessity finishes with the final cup of tea, the interviewer has a responsibility towards the 
subject who has revealed so much, often at some personal cost. The process of disentanglement 
is not an easy one, and novice interviewers should be made aware of this. 
On the whole, Oral History: A Handbook appears informative, is lively and easily read, 
and would provide a first-time interviewer with a fair background to undertake an interview. 
Its shortcomings stem from the attempt to do too much in too little space; its strengths lie 
in the practical arena. There is an extensive bibliography, arranged under headings such as, 
the practice of oral history, issues and debates, and publications using oral sources; and a 
comprehensive index. 
University of Western Australia JANICE GODDARD 
130 
